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Abstract 
This study examines the differences of food neophobia among the higher learning institution students comprised of 
200 respondents among three major races, Malay, Chinese and Indian in Klang Valley (Shah Alam, Subang and 
Klang), Malaysia. It also identifies the levels of food neophobia and examines the relationship between food 
neophobia levels and demographic factors. Quantitative approach using self-administered questionnaire was applied. 
Age, gender, race, marital status, level of education, area of living and respondent’s monthly income related to 
neophobia levels among the students. The Malay, Chinese and Indian students were also discovered to have almost 
the same level of neophobia.  
 
© 2014 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Centre for Environment-
Behaviour Studies (cE-Bs), Faculty of Architecture, Planning & Surveying, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Malaysia. 
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1. Introduction 
It is in human nature that people sometimes reluctant to try or do something that considered unknown 
or new to them. The same thing happens when people encounter new foods. Some might endeavors the 
chance to eat new foods while others might reluctant to do so. According to Pliner and Hobden (1992), 
humans are reluctant to eat unfamiliar food. This reluctance to eat or try unfamiliar or new food is known 
as Food Neophobia. As defined by Pliner and Hobden (1992), food neophobia means fear of trying new 
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food. There are few factors that can influence the level of food neophobia in humans. Socio economic 
status is reported to be one of the variables influencing food neophobia (Flight et al., 2003; Pliner & 
Salvy, 2006). Several factors, including age, education and degree of urbanization have been shown to be 
related to neophobic responses (Tuorila et al., 2001). Recent study showed that men are more neophobic 
than women (Nordin et al., 2004). Meanwhile, Pliner and Salvy (2006) found that neophobia declines 
with age. Urbanization also plays a significant role in determining food neophobia level. According to 
Flight et al. (2003), the level of food neophobia of those living in rural area is higher than those living in 
urban area.   This also can be seen in a study conducted by Tuorila et al. (2001) in Finland that showed 
level of food neophobia decreases with an increased level of urbanization.  
Food neophobia is familiar especially among children. This is especially problematic for children who 
are still developing and need these healthy foods for proper development. Several studies showed that 
how food neophobia occurred among children tended to decrease as the children grows (Knaapila, et al., 
2007). Very few children continue to have food neophobia as they become adults. Those that do can live 
with the phobia throughout their adult lives. However, less study is done to assess the level of food 
neophobia on the adults to show whether the food neophobia level is low or high. 
Besides that, even though researching food neophobia with children is an important and needed 
activity, it would be interesting to assess food neophobia levels with young adult, which is college 
students who should have more stable food neophobia levels and a high level of education (Olabi et al., 
2009). According to Pliner and Loewen (1997), food neophobia among adults is conceptualized as a 
personality trait which is reflected to their attitudes and behavior.   
The culinary world of Malaysia is heavily influenced by the Malays, Chinese and Indians. Like any 
other countries in the world, Malaysian foods are combination of its multicultural diversity. Each of the 
foods available is influenced by the multicultural ethnic in Malaysia. Some of the foods can be originated 
from the ethnic itself or sometimes a combination from the ethnics. Even though most of the foods 
available in Malaysia are influenced by the diversity of ethnic, there are still foods that are considered 
unknown to people outside of the ethnic group and some of them still have the neophobic to the foods. 
Although many studies have been conducted on food neophobia, there are still lack of information and 
knowledge on the food neophobia among the young adults. Thus, it would be interesting to examine the 
food neophobia levels among the higher learning institution students from Malay, Chinese and Indian 
ethnic group.  
2. Literature Review 
Food neophobia is a reluctance to ingest novel foods, characteristic found in omnivorous animals, 
including humans (Pliner and Salvy, 2006). It is considered as a personality trait that influences everyday 
human food choices (Pliner & Hobden, 1992; Milton, 1993). Food neophobia is a personality trait which 
an individual can be placed according to their willingness to try unfamiliar foods (Falciglia et al., 2000). 
Dovey et al. (2008) stated that the rejection of food did not happen during tasting of the food but it 
happen primarily within the visual domain of the person. Thus, the rejection happens without tasting the 
food.  
The study of food neophobia is important because it can impact one food preference (Tourila et al., 
2001). There are few factors associated with food neophobia.  According to Flight et al. (2003), one of the 
many variables that bear some influence on the level of food neophobia is socio-economic status. The 
researcher also found that exposure to diverse cultures and higher socio-economic status associated 
negatively with food neophobia. Olabi et al. (2009) suggested that age, gender, monthly income and 
living area (urban, semi-urban vs. rural) related to a person’s response on the Food Neophobia Scale 
(FNS).  Women were found to be less neophobic than men, and neophobia decreases as the subjects 
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possess a higher education level (Tuorila et al., 2001). Flight et al. (2003) found that urban subjects were 
more familiar with different foods and willing to try unfamiliar foods compared to the rural subjects. 
Individual’s level of food neophobia were shown to be associated with the demographic background of 
subjects.  
Past studies indicate that different age may associate with different level of food neophobia. Studies 
conducted by Hursti and Sjoden (1997) found that the level of neophobia decreases as the age increase.  
However, Addessi et al. (2005) found that children ages between 2 to 5 years old were more neophobic 
than infants (4-7 months year old).  This trend was also reported in Tuorila et al. (2001) where the older 
subjects developed a high level of neophobia compared to younger subjects. Even though the arguments 
on the development of food neophobia are ongoing, there are still differences of neophobia level 
according to the subjects’ age. Past studies (Tuorila et al., 2001; Hursti & Sjoden, 1997) indicate that 
women were less neophobic than men. However, men were found out to be less neophobic than women 
on study conducted on Lebanese and American college students (Olabi et al., 2009). On the other hand, 
Pliner and Hobden (1992) findings found no significant gender differences between both genders.  Based 
on previous studies, the level of food neophobia can be affected by gender. In the past, few studies have 
been conducted to assess the impact of ethnicity to food neophobia level. A study conducted by Falciglia 
et al. (2000) found that ethnicity have no significant impact on food neophobia level. However, Lebanese 
were found to be more neophobic than their American counterparts (Olabi et al., 2009).  Consumption of 
ethnic food may related to how well the individual is acquainted with the ethnic food. 
Previous findings suggested that education is an important factor in assessing food neophobia level 
(Tuorila et al., 2001; Flight et al., 2003; Olabi et al., 2009). Subjects possessing a higher level of 
education are less neophobic than their counterparts who has a lower level of education (Tuorila et al. 
2001). This was also supported by by Olabi et al. (2009) where those with lower income have a higher 
level of neophobia. However, past study by Flight et al. (2003) found that income status have no effect on 
food neophobia level. Food neophobia level can be determined by using Food Neophobia Scale (FNS) 
developed by Pliner and Hobden (1992). Food Neophobia Scale (FNS) is a helpful tool in assessing 
resistant eaters as resistant eaters often share traits similar to those of individuals who experience food 
neophobia. The FNS is not recommended as a single assessment tool to determine problem eating but 
should be used in conjunction with the previous listed characteristics and other assessment tools. Based 
on the seminal work of Pliner and Hobden (1992), the scale has been employed in various previous 
studies (Flight et al., 2003; La¨hteenma¨ki & Arvola, 2001; Olabi et al., 2009; Raudenbush & Frank, 
1999; Tuorila et al., 2001,).  
 
3. Methodology 
In order to examine the level of food neophobia among higher learning institution (IPT) students from 
Klang, Shah Alam and Subang area, quantitative methods using the questionnaire distribution were 
chosen as the method of this study. According to Hair et al., (2007), questionnaire is the best approach 
when it involves a large sample of individuals and allows the researcher to assess specific opinions, 
information of the participant with fewer problems in data collection processes.  Convenience sampling 
was applied in selecting the respondents. The survey questions were distributed to 200 students from 
Malay, Chinese and Indian ethnicity. All of the students were selected from few higher learning 
institutions around Klang, Shah Alam and Subang. All of the questionnaires were distributed to the 
students and collected on the same day given The students were given the explanation and purpose of this 
questionnaire. The survey provided greater view on the factors relating to the level of food neophobia.. 
Most of the respondents gave full cooperation on answering the questionnaires. The FNS score was 
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calculated for every respondent by taking the total sum of the 10 scores on individual questions after 
reversing the five reversed items. The respondents were classified based on their FNS to three food 
neophobia group (FNG); low, medium and high. This type of classification also has been used in previous 
studies (Pliner & Hobden, 1992; Tuorila et al., 2001). An analysis of variance between FNS as the 
dependent variable and age, gender, marital status, ethnicity, level of education, area of living and 
monthly income as predictor variable was performed.  All the data were analyzed using SPPS version 16.  
4. Results and Discussion 
4.1. Respondents’ profile  
Majority of the respondents’ age range is from 22 to 25 years old with 48% (n=96).  It is followed 
with 34% (n=68) of the respondents age from 18 to 21 years old, 11.5% (n=23) of them were age 
between 26 to 29 years old and 6.5% (n=13) from 30 to 33 years old. Most of the respondents are female. 
Female respondents made up to 58% (n=116). The remaining 42% (n=84) of the respondents are male. 
Most of them are still single (92%, n=184), 7% (n=14) were married while the remaining 1% (n=2) status 
remain as other.  Malay is the highest group of respondents (40%, n=80) and it is followed with 30% of 
the Chinese (n= 60)  and Indian (n=60)  respondents. Majority of the respondents are Bachelor Degree 
holders (50%, n=100). Diploma holders made up 40% (n=80) of the group percentage. Only 6.5% 
(n=13) of the respondents are doing Master and above. The lowest percentage of the respondents is 0.5% 
(n=1) listing the level of education as other and 3% (n=6) of them have SPM. Almost 72% (n=144) of 
the respondents came from urban area. It is followed with 18.5% (n=37) of the respondents came from 
semi-urban area. Respondents from rural area made up the remaining 9.5% (n=19). The monthly income 
between the respondents are varies. 41.5% (n=83) of the respondents have monthly income below 
RM500. Meanwhile, 29.5% (n=59) of the respondents have monthly income ranging between RM501-
RM1000. As for the monthly income of RM1001-RM2000, 14.55% (n=29) of the respondents falls under 
this category.  Only 10.5% (n=21) respondents have monthly income between RM2001-RM3000. 
Meanwhile 3% (n=6) of the respondents have monthly income between RM3001-RM4000 while only 
1% (n=2) of the respondents have above RM4001. Most of the high income respondents are among the 
Master and PhD students. 
4.2. Level of food neophobia based on Food Neophobia Scale (FNS) 
The Food Neophobia Scale (FNS; Pliner & Hobden, 1992) consists of 10 questions where respondents 
respond based on a 5-point category scale. The results of mean and standard deviation for the Food 
Neophobia Scale (FNS) were shown in Table 1.  
Table 1.  Food Neophobia Scale (FNS) based on mean and standard deviation of items. Items marked with R are negative to food 
neophobia and were recorded prior to analyses 
Item n Mean Standard 
deviation 
1R I am constantly sampling new and different foods 200 3.07 1.532 
2 I do not trust new foods 200 3.19 1.550 
3 If I do not know what is in a food, I will not try it 200 4.41 2.025 
4R I like foods from different countries 200 2.50 1.514 
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The result shows that the respondents slightly disagree with the most of the items in the FNS.  Only 
few items recorded different answers (Item 3, 8 and 9R). Most of the respondents slightly agree that they 
are very particular about the foods they will eat (M=4.99, SD=1.764; Item 8). However, the respondents 
were unsure if they do not know what is in the food, they will try it (M=4.41, SD=2.025; Item 3). The 
same answer were also recorded for item 9R (M=4.30, SD=1.859). The food neophobia scores by each 
variable were also calculated and the results were shown in the following table. 
 
Table 2. Food Neophobia score by age, gender, marital status, race, level of education, area of living and monthly income 
 
Item Categories Mean Standard Deviation n 
Age (years) 18-21 33.29 8.347 68 
 22-25 36.27 8.347 96 
 26-29 39.57 5.945 23 
 30-33 34.92 12.134 13 
Gender Male 35.60 8.009 84 
 Female 35.52 8.983 116 
Marital Status Married 38.00 9.064 14 
 Other 37.50 4.950 2 
 Single 35.34 8.561 184 
Race Chinese 32.83 9.089 60 
 Indian 36.33 7.854 60 
 Malay 37.00 8.300 80 
Level of Education Bachelor 37.09 8.114 100 
 Diploma 33.76 8.918 80 
 Master 34.15 8.112 13 
 Other 51.00 . 1 
 SPM 34.17 6.998 6 
Area of Living Rural 39.05 7.605 19 
 SemiUrban 36.97 6.602 37 
 Urban 34.72 9.002 144 
Monthly Income Below RM500 35.24 8.999 83 
 RM501-RM1000 34.75 8.847 59 
 RM1001-RM2000 36.21 6.946 29 
 RM2001-RM3000 37.81 6.911 21 
 RM3001-RM4000 33.17 11.197 6 
 Above RM4001 46.00 8.485 2 
  
5 Ethnic food looks  so weird to eat 200 3.96 1.689 
6R At dinner parties, I will try a new food 200 2.57 1.434 
7 I am afraid to eat things, I have never had before 200 3.42 1.791 
8 I am very particular about the foods I will eat 200 4.99 1.764 
9R I will eat almost anything 200 4.30 1.859 
10R I like to try new ethnic restaurants 200 3.17 1.520 
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The food neophobia scores showed that the scores are higher as the age increases. Past study by 
McFarlane and Pliner(1997) showed a decreasing food neophobia as the age increases. The scores were 
also lower among female respondents (M=35.52, SD=8.98) compared to the male respondents which also 
can be seen in Tuorila et al. (2001). However, the result was different from studies conducted among 
Canadian (Pliner and Hobden, 1992) and also between Lebanese and American college students (Olabi et 
al., 2009).  
Other demographic variables were also related to food neophobia. Malay ethnic (M=37, SD= 8.3) was 
more neophobic compare to the other two ethnic group, Chinese (M=32.83, SD=9.08) and Indian 
(M=36.33, SD=7.85). Education level shows a different level of score compare to study conducted by 
Tuorila et al. (2001). The result however indicates that those respondents living in urban area (M=34.72, 
SD=9) were less neophobic compared to those living in semiurban (M=36.97, SD=6.6) and rural 
(M=39.95, SD=7.6) area. The same results were observed in Tuorila et al. (2001) and Olabi et al. (2009).  
The income factor however show different scores whereby those with monthly income above than 
RM4001 (M=46, SD=8.48) have higher level of neophobia compared to those with monthly income 
below RM500 (M=35.24, SD=8.99).  This is different from the findings by Olabi et al. 2009 where the 
lower income respondents have a higher level of neophobia compared to those that have higher income. 
The percentages of score by respondents for each item in FNS are shown in Figure 1.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1. Percentage of Food Neophobia Scale (FNS) score by respondents 
 
For Item 1, more than 25% of the respondents answered they are moderately disagreeing with the 
question. Less than 5% said that they strongly agree with constantly sampling new and different foods. 
Meanwhile 30% of the respondents answered neutral (Item 2) when the respondents were asked on their 
trust on new foods. The lowest percentage of the score is less than 5% that strongly agree with this 
question. Apart from that, more than 20% strongly agree that if they do not know what is inside the food, 
they will not try it (Item 3). However, almost 10% of the respondents moderately disagree with this 
question.  4, 35% of the respondents strongly disagree that they like food from different countries. It is 
followed by more than 20% moderately disagree with the question. Only 1% strongly agrees with the 
question. Meanwhile more than 25% of the respondents have neutral view when asked about ethnic food 
looks so weird to eat (Item 5). More than 15% of the respondents slightly disagree with the question. The 
lowest percentage of the score is 15%. Next, the respondents were asked whether they will try new food 
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at dinner parties (Item 6). More than 30% moderately disagree with it. However, 1.5% answered they 
moderately agree that they will try new foods at dinner parties. The remaining percentages are shared by 
the other score group.  
Furthermore, more than 20% strongly disagree when asked about eating food they never had before 
(Item 7). Almost 20% of the respondents have neutral view while the 4.5% of the respondents strongly 
agree that they are afraid to eat things they never had. As for Item 8, 24.5% of the respondents strongly 
agree that they are particular about the things they eat. Only 4.5% of the respondents moderately disagree 
with the question. In Item 9, almost 20% of the respondents have neutral view when asked about whether 
they eat anything. It is followed by 18.5% of the respondents strongly agree that they will eat almost 
anything. The lowest percentage of the score is 6.5% where the respondents strongly disagree with the 
question. Lastly, the respondents were asked whether they like to try new ethnic restaurants (Item 10). 
The result showed that 29% answered neutral and followed by 22% of them slightly disagree with the 
question. Only 3% of the respondents moderately agree that they like to try new ethnic restaurants.  
5. Conclusion 
 Demographic background of an individual proves to be an impact on the neophobia level. Age, 
gender, race, status, living area, education level and monthly income significantly relates with neophobia 
level. Malay students are more neophobic compared to Indian and Chinese students. Students from  rural 
and semirural area are also more neophobic than students from urban. It is important for future studies to 
focus on collecting a broader and wider scope of subject. Thus, the findings would be more reliable and 
provide a greater view on the topic. With more studies conducted on this issue, it can provide more 
factors or variables that affecting the level of food neophobia in a person, thus the results can be used to 
provide more positive implementation of food habits in the society. It is also would be interesting to 
assess how the society respond towards the multicultural foods available in the country. Not only that, it 
is also would be interesting to assess the effect of Eastern countries eating habits towards the level of 
neophobia compared to the Western countries as both have different dietary habits. The intervention from 
professionals such as academicians and governments can help to provide more insight on food neophobia 
so that public will be aware thus a better lifestyle and eating habits can be achieved.  
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